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“You certainly travel in some marvellous places.” My sister, Jackie, frames a careful photo, capturing sea and far horizons between mountains, green with Mediterranean scrub, gleaming white with limestone in sunlight.

“Oh yes. The freedom is great. It’s a wonderful way to live.”

She gives me a calculating look. “Mmmm... the lady protests too much methinks. You don’t get lonely?”

“Not at all...”

... What is she getting at...?

“...I mean, you and I talk pretty much every day, and I have friends all over the world. In these days of the internet, no-one has to be lonely.”

She interrupts me. “Man... or woman for that matter... cannot live by internet alone. What about something more... physical?”

“Haven’t you been looking at the guys around here? Down on the beaches? By the harbour? The locals are a good-looking bunch. And there’re the tourists too. There’s never any shortage of choice.”

Her expression is quizzical. “Yeah, okay. So, you can get laid whenever you want. But don’t you want something a bit closer? Some intimacy again?”

“Look where that got me last time.”

She sucks in her cheeks. “I take your point. Oh, that reminds me... Gimme a minute.”

Jackie vanishes into the tiny room that is ‘hers’ in my camper while she holidays with me, re-emerging with a small box. “Alex called by mine a couple of weeks ago...”

“That must have been fun for you.”

“He was polite enough. Quite pleasant actually.”

“You mean he wanted something?”

“Yeah, probably, but he never got around to what it might be. He asked after you of course. Tried to find out where you are. Dropped hints that he’d like you to get back together.”

“Oh, God! Tell me that you didn’t say anything!”

“Course not. Not that he could find you anyhow, moving around as you do. Anyway, he left this for you. Asked me to pass it along when I saw you next.”

She passes me the box. I recognize it; an old jewellery box, intricately carved from some tropical wood, the kind that you buy cheaply from charity shops, knowing that some poor soul spent days making it, and got paid a pittance. Alex once gave it to me as a gift in one of his more reasonable moments.

It rattles slightly. Inside are odds and ends of jewellery and trinkets; small mementoes, some foreign coins, seashells, an ammonite I once picked up on a beach. None of it is valuable stuff. The value is all sentimental. I poke through it with a finger.

“Nice of him to pass it over. He must definitely have wanted something.”

“You’d think, yes, but he didn’t say what it was. Just drank a coffee, chatted on about nothing much for an hour, and left.” She pauses. “Maybe he does want you back; wants to win you over again?”

“He always wanted me back. He never knew how to take ‘No’ for an answer. If he didn’t have control of me and everything I did, he wasn’t happy. Why do you think I went mobile in the first place?”

She smiles, without humour. “You having second thoughts? Want to settle down again back home?”

“No.” I am sure of this. I have no doubts. “It started out through necessity, but actually, it’s a great way to live. My writing’s bringing in enough money to live on comfortably, and I’m gradually seeing the whole of Europe. I’ve done France and some of Italy. It’s great around here too. I’ll hang around for a while, certainly this summer. After that... I might even try a different continent next: America perhaps.”

She persists. “So, you’re really happy living like this?”

“Yes, I really am. I’m fine.” I decide that it is time for a change of mood. “How about a trip to the beach?”

“Great idea.”

*****
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Jackie cradles a huge sangria cocktail. Blood-red, resplendent with umbrellas, fruit and fuzzy things on sticks, it is the very image of kitsch. 

“You sure about that drink?” I ask.

She peers out at me, from under a vast, mushroom-shaped sun-hat. “Yup. I’m on holiday, and on holiday, you are allowed to be completely OTT. Besides, it means the local talent knows that I’m a tourist. They might be up for some holiday romance.”

“Holiday romance? What happened to ‘intimacy’?”

She sniffs. “We were talking about you as I recall.” She tips her head up, to see from under the hat. “Look over there.”

I follow her gaze. Jackie is drawing some attention; my sister is a looker. She was always the pretty one in the family. Now in her bikini, her striking figure and blond hair are pulling glances. I don’t do bikinis. Pale-skinned as I am, I do not sunbathe, only allowing the sun to tan my face and arms, and so, I am wearing a long, loose, beach dress, in pretty summer colours, in a soft, filmy fabric. 

A couple of guys in swimming trunks, surveying Jackie, exchange glances, then, towels flung over shoulders, amble our way. “We can sit at your table?” asks one in a foreign accent.

Jackie flashes white teeth at them, waving a hand at the chairs. “Welcome,” she says. “Bienvenido. Do join us.”

They are a charming pair, very alike, probably brothers; with fair, sun-streaked hair and blue eyes; well-tanned and athletically built. One of them turns his attention to Jackie; the other seems more interested in me.

“So, you are sisters? You do not look like sisters. Not like Hans and me. We are.... there is an English saying...”

“Like two peas in a pod?” suggests Jackie. 

“Ja. That is the saying...”

The conversation rambles on. Normally I would be enthusiastic. The golden brothers are very appealing, very... decorative. They remind me of the kind of actors who play the elder son in ‘wholesome family’ sit-coms or toothpaste adverts. But as I half-listen to the rattling small-talk, images of chocolate eyes and dark curly hair invade my thoughts.

What’s Cristofer doing now?

I try to enter the spirit of things. It is, after all, Jackie’s holiday. In a few days, she will return to grey skies, overcast, drizzly days and a job I know she hates. Whereas I...

My perfect life.

Later, Jackie, winking back at me, walks off, hand-in-hand with Hans, to his hotel.
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